NOTES ON THE NATURAL HISTORY OF ALDABRA, ASSUMPTION 
AND GLORIOSO ISLANDS, INDIAN OCEAN. 

BY 

’ Dr. W. L. Abbott.* 

The atoll of Aldabra lies 220 miles northwest of the north point of 
^lada^asear, in latitude 0^25' south, and longitude east. It is about 
22 miles long by 8 miles in extreme Avidth, the long axis l}dng east and 
Avest.f It is entirely of coral formation, and forms an oatiI ring of land, 
broken at seA^eral ])oints by channels, and im'losing a lagoon. The ring 
of dry land is AAudestat tin* southeast and northwest corners, AAdien* it is 
nearly 3 miles across. Th<* ( irande Terre, or main island, forms three- 
tifths of the cii eiunfereiu'e of the ring. It imdudes (from midAvay on 
the Avestern side of the ring) the Avliole southern and easteni sides 
to a point on the north shore, being 35 miles long. It is separated 
by Pass Iloiirreau, 200 yai dsAAude, from l^orthor Middle Island. This 
is 12 miles long, forming the north shoi e as far as Grand Pass. This is 
the principal opening into the lagoon. It is 400 yards A^nde, and 8 to 10 
fathoms deep. West of this lies lh‘ Picard, or Xortlnvest Island, 
forming the nortliwestcnn corner of the atoll. It is about 5 miles long. 
Between the south end of lie Picard and the nortliAvest end of Grande 
Terre, lie half a dozen small islands and as many shalloAY channels. 
The lagoon is about 20 miles long and 0 miles in AAudth. Excepting in 
the northwestern coriu'r near Grand Pass and in a few (diannels, it is 
very shalloAA", half of it being nearly dry at low tide. Grand Pass is 
the only inlet deep enough to alloAA" the passage of a large A^essel, and 
through this the current runs Avith great rapidity, 5 to 7 knots, so that 
it is dangerous for sailing ATSsels ex(*ei)t at the turn of the tides. At 
Pass Ilourreau there is a iuiitoav channel, through which a small 
vessel might pass. .Tln^ inner or lagoon shore of the land is everyAvhere 
bounded by mangroAT SAvainps, intersected by numerous channels. 
During the nortlnvest monsoon a lieaAy swell I’olls in through Grand 
Pass and breaks upon the reef Avithin tin*, lagoon. It is very danger- 
ous to boats at such times, and the pass can not betraATrsed. There 
are numerous islands scTittered about the lagoon, the longest being lie 
Sepoy, about 5 miles from Grand Pass and directly opposite to it, and 
lie IMichel, opposite to Pass Hourreau, and close to the southern side 

^Edited by Fred<*ri<dv AV. Tru<\ with the assistame of otlier cnrators of the 
Mnseuin. No identifications of species W('ve iuclndcd in Dv. AblxdtV niannscript. 

t Tlie island was conijileUdy surveyed by 11. M. S. Alert, in ISSL*. 
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of the liigoon. TlH‘i*e are Imiulreds of oilier smaller islets, vaiyin^ 
in size from a few acres to a few square yards. 

The atoll is entirely of coral foianatioii. Darwin, in his Coral Iteefs,’’ 
relying prineii)ally on the re])orts of ('apt. Moresl>y, did not regard it 
as a true atoll. 1die rocks of whiidi it is c*omjK>S(*d wen^ sai<l to be **' vitri- 
lied." Tho roidc eei tainly reseml)les la va in its ontwanl api)earanc(‘: 
but it is easily broken, and the fractnr(‘ disjdays a while interior and 
nuineroiis fossil corals that ar<‘ in a scarcely alt(‘red state. The rock 
gives a i)ecnliar ringing sonnd v hen struck. 

The ])iin(‘ij>al difference bidween Aldabra ami othei- (*oral islands is, 
that it seems to b(‘ of very ancient formation and has nmhagom^ an 
elevation ol‘ 15 to 20 leel. The island is tlat, com])Osed almost entirely 
of naked coral rock, rough and jagged, ('ompletely honeyi ombed in 
evei y direction with pits and lissni es. Sear(*ely any soil exists, except 
ing wlno’c a small quantity of rich mold, fornnal by de(‘Om})osing coral, 
has a(‘cnmulated in hollows of the ro(*k. The sea face is an oveihang- 
ing cliff of rock, but in a few [daces, esi)ecially on lie JMcard and on 
th(‘ west coast, ar(‘ sandy beaches and low sand-hills. IJjion the south 
(*oast ar<‘ I)nm‘ d<‘an Louis and Dum^ du Meche, sand hills, which reach 
or) feet above sea h‘vei — the highest ]>oints in Aldabra. 

Nearly th(‘ whoh^ surface is (*overed Avith a dense, almost im])ene- 
trable scrub of tangled bushes. No large tj*(*es now (*xist exce])t the 
mangroves, which attain a height of 00 feet and a diameter of a foot 
or more. Foiinerly some largi* trees existed, as shown by th(‘ <leeay- 
ing stumps and falhm logs, occasionally 2 feet in diaim*t(‘r, still to be 
found u])on ile Picard. In some ])lai‘es tin* larger mangrov(‘S are dead 
over areas of several acres. The disaiipeai ance of the larger trees <*an 
only be attrilmttMl to a diminution in the rainfall. 

The sni>])ly of fr(‘sh water is very scanty, only obtainable in hollows 
in the ro<dc, ex<'e|)t at one jdace near the southeast <*orner of (trande 
Terre. Here there is a sort of spring, tilling a hollow in tln‘ rock 0 
by 2 feet, and 5 tc(‘t deep. Idiis seems to drain a (‘onsiderable aiea, as 
the h‘vel ol“ the watei* can not he aiqu'cciably lowiavd by baling out. 
ddie water is of jioor (piality. 

The rainfall is scanty and very irregular. Soimdimes many months 
elai)S(‘ during which not adroji of rain falls, and, on the other hand,G 
in(‘h(‘s have been registered in a single night. 

The islets in the lagoon ai‘0 of very peculiar Ibrin, generally more or 
less mu.shroom-shapcd. The level of their Hat summits is a h^w feet 



IfvoI of i)resent roof. 

1. — Soolion <»l’ an islrt in tin* lagoon. 

above that of spring titles. Tliey arti» evidently the remains of the 
an.eient tloor of tlu‘ higoon. All th<^ otlna* [larts having been <*nt away 
by the action of th<‘ water, the sides of all are undermined, and the 
smaller frequently jiresent a very perfect inushroom-shape, as shown 
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in tlie accompanying;’ ligiii e. Sometimes the top is 30 feet in diameter, 
perched ii])oii a support of 5 or 0 feet in tliickness. 

As before stated, the island is full of pits. These are often 20 to 30 
feet in diameter and as many feet deep, and are full of salt water at 
high tide. Xear tlie western end of the floor of the lagoon is a large 
hole, through which tlie water spouts up as the tide rises. This open- 
ing doubtless communicates with the sea outside through subterra- 
nean ])assages, and as tlie tide outside the lagoon is one or two hours 
in advance of that inside, this phenomenon is easily ac(‘ounted for. 

The cui’ieius swe(*p with great raindity through the lagoon, es]>e('ially 
near the channels, but in some of the calmer corners, particnlarly in 
the southwest, the bottQin is covmed with a layer of line white mud, 
similar to that described by Darwin at Keeling atoll. 

The average tcnnperature on the island during October was 7(>o in 
earlymorniug and84o during the day. After the monsoon changed, early 
in December, it became much damper and warmer — up to bOoin the shade 
at 2 p. in. During October and November we had no rain, the vegeta- 
tion beeameqiiite dried u]i,and mositnitoes were absent. In December 
about 15 inches of rain fell ; vegetation awakened, nearly every plant ])ut 
forth fresh green leaves and flowered. xV more complete transforma- 
tion could scar(‘C be imagined. The desert island became a blooming 
garden filled with the perfume of flowers. 

The most remarkable indigenous inhabitant of Aldabra is the gigan- 
tic land tortoise,* similar to those of the Galapagos group. They were 
formerly very abundant, but being easily caught and in great demand 
for their flesh, their numbers have been greatly diminished by the 
whalers and fishermen visiting the i.sland. The}" are now protected 
(nominally) by the government of Seychelles, to which xVldabra belongs. 
They are still found upon Grande Terre and lie Nord, jn obably in con- 
siderable numbers, although I met with but few, as many parts of 
Aldabra are wholly inaccessible, owing to the rugged surface and dense 
jungle. They were completely exterminated upon lie Picard about 
twelve years since, but have recently been reintroduced by the present 
lessee of the island, Mr. James Spurs. At the present day they are 
more plentiful in the Seychelles than in their original habitat. They 
were brought many years since to the foi iner islands, where they breed 
freely in confinement, and are mu(‘h valued for food, being eaten at mar- 
riage feasts and on other festive occasions. It is the only remaining spe- 
cies of thegiganticland-tortoisesthatformerlyinhabited Bourbon, ]Mauri- 
tius, and Bodriguez (and probably also ^Madagascar) at the time of their 
discovery. xV single individual, probably of the Rodriguez species, still 
lives at Fort George Barracks, in Mauritius. The greatest eueiu}- of 
the land tortoise is the common rat, whi(di swarms upon Aldabra and 
eats the young as soon as they are hatched. 

The only other land-reptiles upon Aldabra are a small lizard {Ahle‘ 

f 

* Probably Testudo elephantina. F. A. L. 
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phaniH luecHoplexirus) and two {llcmUhivtylm miihoaia and Pheh 

snma ahhotti*). 

Turtles ure plentiful. Many thousands annually ascend the sandy 
beaches to de]>osit tlieir e^*^s. Tortoise-shell was formerly gathered in 
large quantities, luit this fisliery lias beeui overworked and large “earre^^ 
are now scarce. 

Mammals are rejiresemted by a large fruit bat {rteropus ahUihrrnsis, 
True), and two smaller bats, t Ttats (M ns deen tn an ns), \)Vi)hixh\y Ivoui 
wrecked vesseds, swarm everywhere, and are' veiy elcstruetive. (^ats, 
]>robably from the same sourea', are* eemimoii U])e>n (Iranele* Teri e*, whe*re* 
they have e‘euu])lete*ly extenninaleel the tlightless rail. 

Land-birds are reinesented by fourteen resident and six accidental 
or visiting sjiecies; Ma|er-birds by twenty-four species. l)e)ubtless 
many more oce-asionally visit the* island freun .Alaelagaseai’ and Airica. 

The inost'interesting specie*s e>f birds is the curious llightless rail 
{Rongetins aklahranns^llulixy^^iiy), t\ie sede survivor of the numcreius 
tlightless birds that inhabited the Masearine Islands at the time of 
their disce)ve*ry. I fear the present species must tblleiw their example, 
as their are*h enemy, the cat, has already cxierniinateel them from 
Grande Teri-e, and must sooner or later rea<*h the other smaller islands 
of the grou]), when^ the rails as y(*t abound in great numbers. The 
other land-birds an*- ai)i)areiitly similar to, or identical with, Madagascar 
species. 

Boobies of several species, frigates [Fvegata aquiln minor)^ and 
various species of terns § and sandi)ip(*rs, abound, 

A flamingo {PJuenicopterns ergth rauis ?) is found in considerable num- 
bers. This is ])articularly interesting as having also existed in Mauri- 
tius at time of its discovery. 

Fish are not very })lentiful in the neigliboidiood of the islands. Huge 
cocoanut-erabs (lobsters) abound, as also land-crabs. 

Insects are not num(‘rous either in species or individuals. Six or 
.seven buttei'flies, a few moths, a di‘agonfly, a few beetles, .some flies, 
and bees arc found. || Mosejuitoes abound 

"'New 8]>i*cios (lcscrib<*d }>y Mr. Stc*jiieg<*r. 

tOm* of tlieso is yi/ctiiunnua jnnuilus, F. W. 'f. 

tOnlyNH?rt piscafor (JAuu.) is roj>r<*s(*iU<*<l in tic* collorl ion l>y Dr, AiaxUt. — 

R. R. 

^Sterna henislrhiu S./nUpiuoffU, S. mdunnuvhvu, Anons atoUnus innl Gifr/in aUni. — R. lx. 

11 ^Ir. l^iiiell fnrnislics tlu* tbllowing list of AkkOna iusocts recoived from Dr. 
Abbotl : 

Butterllios : 

1. IHadema misi2)2)Uft, L. Both s<*xCvS taken ; ^ , black witli vio1<‘t-8liot white spots; 

9 , br(»\vn with Idaek and white wing-ti])s, closely imitating Dauais clu i/- 
sipjtufi, Th<‘ <listribntion of this sjH'cies is remarkable. It is rare in 
Anieriea from Sniith Florida t lirmigh t he W(*st linli<*s to thes Amazon r<*gion ; 
more coniinon in Africa (ex(‘ept tlie Mcditci'ran(‘-an region) ainl through 
Sonthern Asi;^ and tin* Malay Archi]»elago to X<‘w Ibdland. 

2. Junonia vlilia, (b’am. ('innnion in South ainl Fast Africa. 
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Tli 0 isl;n.(l.s arc covered witli .Icn.sc scrub, mostly com, ,o.scd of sl.nU.s 
o eet liigli. JSTo large trees except mangroves now exi.st, and 
small plants are remarkably sear.a.. There are no ferns or orchids, but 
eonsKlerable quantities of Orchilla moss are gathere.l. Formerly 
porelie and “ bois rose ” grew to considerable size, Judging from the 

exist, mostly u,, on 

Aldabra is not permanently inhabited, but there are usually a few 
h.shermen from Seychelles living there. The whole Aldabra groni) 
inelnding Aldabra, A.stove, Assumption, and Cosmoledo, belom-s to 
the British colony of Seychelles, and is leased by the Government 
lor the turtle and tortoise-shell fishery. 

ASSUMPTION ISLAND. 

Assumption lies;20 miles southeast of Aldabra andis about5 miles loiu>' 
by miles wide. In its physical features it is much like Aldabra bu*t 
its surface is smoother and it is not so densely covered with .sernb.^ A 
considerable part of the surface is covered with “champignon,” as the 
rugged fossil coral rock of Aldabra is called. There are two large sand 
dunes n,)oii the eastern shore, about 70 feet high, which are visible from 
a considerable distance. Xo fre.sh water exists, nnless just after a 
ram, when a little collects in hollows in the rock. The animal life and 
yegctation is similar to that of Aldabra. The little flightless rail 
{Roiu)ehusahhotti,Uii\gway)* abounds, as well as most of the other 
ambbirds found upon the latter island. Xniubers of goats run wild 
having been introduced many years since from Europa Island liu 
Mozambique Ohaimel). ' 

ULOUIOiSO ISLAND. 

Glorio.so Island lies about 90 miles west-northwest of the north point 
ot Madagascar (C ayie Amber,, and 120 southeast of Aldabra. It is 

3. Lf/on, a w, Jiiil.. .Sont.li Europe tlironol, Ea,st Africa toNhe Cape of 
Good Hope. • * 

Dra foully : 

1. PanMafarcsccs, F,il.. A cou.inoii East African specic.s. 

Myriiieleou. Mynneleon, sji. 

Mnutid ; 

1. rolyspilolH rariegal,!. Oliv. An East African si)ecies 
Beetles: 

I. Oxythyrea amabiUs. .Sclioafi. ; car. .Smaller than the continental forms. 

— . fMnall scarabieid — uiidetenoiiied. 

3. Small lougicorn— umletermiued. 

Wasps : 

1. ^phex, sp. 

2. Moncflula, sp. 

Other diptera: 

Odontomyia, sp. 

ISmU^rir'' -’-'■••il.c.l in The J.d, for ' .iTn nliy, 
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vsitiiated upon tlio soiitli end of iho (llorioso ])jmk. Tlic bank is about 
S miles loiio‘ byU in width. il(‘. (bi Lise li(^s at the north end of the 
bank. 

(llorioso Island eontains about 700 acres, beiiitj: miles lonj>’ by 1 mile 

wide. It is imrtly eovcre<l with sand hills 50 to 00 feed hii»h. Formerly 
it was almost (‘iitirely covered with a <;rowth of })()i'che,” "‘bois 
rose/' 'Moindie” and other lar<;e tre(‘s, but at present many have b(‘en 
(‘ut down. The soil is unusually f(*rtil(‘ for an oe(^anie island, having 
been manured for ag'cs by thousands of s<‘a-birds. ^^Cham])ipion,” or 
fossil — coral rock, such as composes Aldabra, Fosmoledo, <de., exists in 
only a h‘W spots, and the soil or sand is of fair depth. Lar<;e (pianti 
ties of maize arc* j^rown. \Vat(*r IVom M’ells is of j>oor (piality. 'Jdiere 
are five s])e(*ies of land-birds, three ol* which, a sun bird,* Zosterops^\ 
and a bulbul J an* ]U'obably p(*(*uliar. 

( ommon fowls run wild in the jungle in consideralde numbers. They 
arc veiy shy and not easy to shoot. Among sc*a-birds there is a booby, 
which seems to be })eculiar to the island. § Th(*y breed in large iinni- 
bers upon the “fouclie'’ trees, in company with frigates and common 
boobies. 

F])on the neighboring small islet of Lise vast numbers of 'AVide- 
awake’' teiais (Sfenia /(dif/luosa) bleed, together Avith ‘Ktenerar’ and 
^K-ainicin" boobies {Stda vtj(nu)ps and JS, pisrator), A gecko (JIemi(l((c- 
tijlns mabouia) and two other lizards, [Ahlephanis (/lon’<hsi(s Stejnegei*, 
Zo){(fs<u(rt(s nia<l<up(searien,sifi) are i)l(*ntiful. Nnmb(*rs of wild (*ats 
range the jnngh*, so that biids are far less numerous, individually, 
than in Aldabra. 

^ Chni}/i'in xouhuau(/a, 

i Z. nK((l(((/(ise<u'H‘iisin. 

\ Lv<tchich( iu<((h(ffn,s<‘(U'in)sls F 

vS Two s]>eci(*.s ol' Uoohios were roll(‘Cted hy Dr. Al>l)ott. SuJa cj/anops and S. )>iscatoy, 
\mt l»oth of those are of A ory Avido ilistrilnitiun. — U. P. 



